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A Transnational Perspective on Urban

Developments in the Greater Bay Area
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YC: You got an ERC project, the highest-level research project in HH: Chinese global engagements are deepening across sectors
Europe to study transnational connections from the Pearl River and geographic regions. | wanted to research the specific
Delta. Could you please briefly introduce the project? ways in which China’ s extraversion advances, and this was
BEAIBEMNRSAANGFL A —BENFEERLRE my motivation in devising the project Brokering China’ s
% (ERC) — AHZA=ZAREHEERE, ETEFRZ
AB—T#HRB?

Extraversion: An Ethnographic Analysis of Local-Global

Arbitration (BROKEX for short). The project is funded by the

European Research Council (ERC), and takes an original

approach to this question by examining brokers who mediate
within transnational fields.
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| applied for funding for this endeavor through the ERC because they fund large-scale frontier
research for scholars based in the European Union. The ERC funding is granted based on
scientific excellence alone, leaving it to the researchers to identify research objectives and
methods. This freedom is the dream of any researcher, but | believe that it’ s particularly
important to fund curiosity driven projects about China at a time when geopolitical fault lines
regrettably become more pronounced and influence all policy agendas, including in research.
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My disciplinary background is in human geography, and | have been interested in how human
relations stretch out across space and in how different places are connected. There are few
places in the world that are better suited than the Pearl River Delta for such a study because
of the intensity and variety of transnational connections from this region. In the years before the
ERC project, | studied how people, money, ideas, and goods circulate between the Pearl River
Delta and West Africa. | followed consumer goods through various phases in the value chain-
design, manufacturing, wholesale, transport, import, and retail. In doing so, | was able to draw
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connections between events in different parts of the world and see how actors shaped these
events. Mapping these linkages required painstaking work, but the efforts worthwhile when they
yielded insights into how particular connections were made through specific places. | wanted to
extend this approach to new thematic fields, while retaining the focus on Pearl River Delta. The
size of an ERC grant allowed me to recruit a multidisciplinary team of researchers who could
understand various kinds of transnational connections from the Pearl River Delta.
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YC: You said that the ERC supports ‘ frontier research’ . What is HH: China’ s global connections have been subject to quite
novel about Brokex? a lot of academic scrutiny in the past. Many studies have
EABRNFLERORACALS “HEHE” . (FHA focused on the factors that motivate global connections, for

example how high labor supply have resulted in outsourcing
4B Z 47
A A 1972 47 to China, the ways capital surplus have driven Chinese

investments abroad, and a quest for international recognition as
a motivating factor for Chinese international ventures. We also know a lot about the outcomes
of these engagements, for example in the form of increased foreign direct investments, growth in
exports, and diplomatic achievements.
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The novelty of Brokex is that we focus on the processes between these end-points the specific
ways that incentives are translated into concrete transnational linkages or fail to produce such
results. We aim to generate knowledge about how China’ s global connections advance. Our
lens for exploring this is brokerage. We examine the role of brokers, widely understood, in
forging connections across scales and territories.
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YC: What can brokerage offer urban studies? HH: The idea that some people and organizations are well-

B A TE B IR AR IR 27 positioned to shape how groups interact is an old one in the
social sciences. More than a hundred years ago, the sociologist
Georg Simmel proposed that actors positioned between groups
so-called ‘third elements’ have the power to change the dynamics of interaction. The third
actor can take on different roles: They may be interested in strengthening the union between
parties and settle conflicts. Or they can aim to retain the position in the middle to continue to
benefit from it. Some third parties have an interest in following a ‘divide and rule’ approach.
Current social network analysis builds on and further develop these ideas. For example,
Granovetter in The strength of weak ties (1973) posited that connections offering represent
the only route along which information and influence flow between groups-termed ‘bridges’ -are
crucial for linking social networks as well as to bring benefits to the actor in the middle. How
to achieve the desired social connectivity is also a recurring theme in social science theory from
China, from Fei Xiaotong’ s From the Soil (1947) until today.
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Urban studies scholarship often maps city networks. This can be done by identifying physical
connections, such as data cables and transport infrastructure, or immaterial networks, like
migration routes, financial links, and the trajectories along which cultural trends travel. Identifying
connections between cities by placing the cities as nodes on a network helps us understand the
nature of cities. It is hard to imagine urban studies without concepts such as Saskia Sassen’ s
‘global city” or the scholarship on ‘ethnic enclaves’ , which are essentially about how cities
are connected to other parts of the world.
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Brokerage, as we use it in our project, is a perspective rather than a theory. It is about
understanding the world through studying how new connections are forged. It starts from
identifying how some actors position themselves between two or more other parties who are
separated socially and/or geographically. How do brokers come to occupy interstitial spaces that
enable mediation? Next follows an inquiry into how brokers take advantage of their positions
to actually engage in mediation. In Brokex, we are interested in such brokerage in spaces that
span national boundaries — in transnational brokerage. Of course, brokerage can be adopted as
a perspective for studying relations at lower spatial scales as well. The point is that a focus on
brokerage encourages us to go beyond documenting connections towards looking at how these
connections come about.
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YC: Brokex is an interdisciplinary project. How do you integrate HH: Interdisciplinarity came very naturally in this project. For
different disciplinary perspectives to study the Greater Bay Area? example, Guangzhou has been a trading hub for centuries,
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and this history shapes its current place in the world. To
understand how, we needed to include an economic history
component in Brokex. And the economic upgrading of the
region from being a site of labor intensive manufacturing
industries to attract globally mobile technology-intensive companies requires a different set
of resources. China’ s extraversion is diverse, both in its logics and its consequences.
Interdisciplinarity was necessary for capturing this diversity.
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The concept of brokerage helps keep the project together in spite of the differences between
the disciplines that the researchers in Brokex represent. It unites us in the perspective we apply
in our respective fields. Beodex is not a comparative project in the traditional sense, we do
not seek out similarities and differences across contexts. Instead, we apply different disciplinary
perspectives in several studies of processes of extraversion unfold within one region. When
individual studies raise questions, we bring these questions to other case studies to identify
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crosscutting analytical concerns. Transnational connections take on different expressions in each
of the case studies. This helps bring the dynamics of brokerage to the fore and supports a
conceptually oriented analysis. We are still collecting and analyzing empirical data and are very
much immersed in the various case studies, but the aim is to eventually use the combination of
cases as a foundation for critical theorization about brokerage.
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YC: What is the difference to study from a transnational perspective  HH: Transnational perspectives deliberately displaces the

i o ) P—— . o s nation-state as the given scale of analysis. In transnational
by comparing it from a local perspective? What is the value of a

) o R research, one often opts to leave the question of scale open
transnational perspective in urban research?

SEAASALAARMART? & NG BN ARTRTHR This does not mean that the nation is irrelevant. Research on

LR A A informal cross border trade, for example, documents how the
existence of national borders creates opportunities for making

to investigation rather than deciding in ahead of the study.

profit for those who are able to navigate them. Similarly, scholarship on transnational migration
has started to explore the forms of infrastructure that facilitate the mobility of people across
borders. Transnational connections are always localized: They span places with specific economic,
social, and political circumstances. Those who operate in transnational space have to handle
several set of circumstances. Scholarship on transnationalism highlights the added embeddedness
that comes with lives across international borders. This may bring more opportunities and
choices, but it may also create encumbrances.
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Urban research is well-suited for elucidating the material infrastructure that promotes or results
from the transnational organization of social life. A case in point is the incubators set up in
and around Shenzhen for start-up companies in high-tech industries. Brokex studies how the
aspirations and everyday experiences of founders in globally oriented start-ups are shaped by
the environment in Shenzhen. One team member was embedded in several companies and
incubators around Shenzhen for weeks at the time. The entrepreneurs, whether Chinese or
foreign, aim to eventually serve a global market and are in theory able to set up in globally
oriented innovation areas in other parts of the world. Their outlook is global, but their lives are
also very influenced by the features particular to the Shenzhen environment, such as the value
placed on speed and on bracketing connections to family while enduring the current existence.
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Another type of infrastructure that enables a transnational orientation are international schools.
These schools were originally established in the Pearl River Delta to enable globally mobile
specialized technical personnel, managers, and investors to move to the region with their
families. However, Chinese children who have never lived overseas make up a growing share
of the student body at the international schools in the Greater Bay Area. Elite families without
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a background of living abroad choose international schools for their pedagogically liberal and
cosmopolitan education, as well as to hedge against risks. Surging demand for pre-university
international education in the Greater Bay Area has led to the establishment of dozens of new
schools, first in the economic power houses of Guangzhou and Shenzhen, and more recently
in second-tier cities and suburbs. The schools still represent an expression of transnational
orientation, but one that is different from the early years of reform and opening up.
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YC: The reseatch project was designed to be based on ethnogtraphic HH: The case studies of transnational connections in Brokex

R . . - have had to change quite a lot. Some of these changes are a
fieldwork and local archival sources in the Greater Bay Area. How 9 q g

R normal part of the research process, such as adjusting to the
was your research affected when global travel became mote difficult ) o
background and interests of the junior researchers. However,
after 2020 the changes had to much more wide-ranging than anticipated
AR R 2R BEFEE DR, B A2020F B2 AT when we found ourselves in a situation where most of the
B & RAE, KOHFRAS BRI researchers could not travel to the Greater Bay Area due to
the global situation since early 2020. We have shifted both
the ethnographic fieldwork and the research in archives to sites that are accessible to us today.
We have also been able to do some interviews remotely via Zoom. Finally, we have relied
more on textual material than we originally anticipated.
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My own data collection focuses on the section of the economy that the Greater Bay Area
aspires to move away from: informally organized labor-intensive low-value manufacturing. Such
industries still remain the economic backbone in many localities in Pearl River Delta. The
Chinese producers rely on agents to connect with prospective customers and get information
about tastes, purchasing power, and legal practices at end markets. Over the past decade,
brokerage in China-Africa exports has become professionalized, and informal brokers have
responded to threats of value chain ejections by expanding the range of their services. My
research was initially set to examine how brokers try to retain strategic positions in China-
Africa trade in response to business evolutions that threaten to make them redundant. The
trading agents as well as the African traders themselves face the same problem as researchers
these days: They cannot travel between China and Africa like they did before. | usually do my
fieldwork in trading malls, factories, warehouses, exhibition halls, and container ports in Pearl
River Delta, the same places the African traders and their Chinese counterparts work. Now that
| have not been able to travel to China, | have shifted my fieldwork to the African sites in
which the goods arrive. My research is still focused around brokerage, but with a new angle:
How are connections retained when physical travels are no longer possible? And how do people
maintain trust in an exceptionally volatile market? | too have limited information when | cannot
travel to China, and | incorporate my experiences with these limitations into my methodological
approach.
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YC: What about the other parts of Brokex, how have they been HH: One work package uses archival records to explore the

adjusted to the current situation? business model of conglomerates through two case studies
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within and beyond the Chinese paradigm. The first of these is
Tongshuntai, which was a Chinese diasporic company based
on the Korean peninsula from the late nineteenth to the early
twentieth century, regarded as the prototype of Japanese
zaibatsus and Korean chaebols-the key engines of economic growth in modern East Asia.
The other company studied is a British multinational enterprise, the Swire Group. We originally
planned to do archival studies in Guangzhou, but was able to move the data collection to the
UK and carry out some of it remotely. We use the newly published business documents of
Tongshuntai held at the Seoul National University and the Swire collection held at the School of
Asian and African Studies in London SOAS to investigate their ways of management and their
access to local capital to become independent from colonial trade and diversify their business.
In addition, we refer to the East India Company, Foreign and Colonial Office Records held
at the British Library and the National Archives to develop a broader historical context. With
these sources, we can identify common business practices of conglomeration across regional
and ethnic boundaries. Ultimately, the aim of this work package is to challenge -culturally
essentialist interpretations of business models and revisit Chandler’ s theory of modern business
management and state bureaucracy.

AT H — A7 Tl A E 3 R B R G [H A i AR R DB S — AR R, —AME
19, 201202 A2 BT 1 8 1) rh B2 Aol o A Dy A AR ol [0 A1 0 B, K 2R 22 5 1
B R A BB AL o — SRR S B 5 [ ] —— Kl SR . B 1R AT 548 M)
B, Hi)E WAEAK L TR R LR, Jfa ey U s s, Il 555 R
DRI H R R M8 7 I BB AN S SO A 22 B DR A7 B R TR, ST 1 el
E L RS AL BEA ) T BUL BB BT IS B 2 A B BRI A . Bedh, FATEFIAR
R 5 R R R U ) 2 B 4 ) R B A A [ Rt 0 2 SR B AR SR AL SR A R L )
PPt st TEOCAERE b, FRATVA S, RERBIIGEm 28X, A S
Fy HH B TR M AR CFR) AR SR SO REEAT A, 0T B e By B e ol A RN [ 2 R LA
WA ..

Finally, Brokex has a work package on transnational architectural production in the Greater
Bay Area. The work package emphasizes the symbolic and spatial dimension of local-global
brokerage. Initially, we intended to study how international architecture firms bring Western
architectural expressions and prestige to Chinese context, while negotiating the terms under
which they work with local planners. Without the possibility to do fieldwork, we turned out focus
to how urban planning ideas have travelled out of and into the Greater Bay area, historically
and today.
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